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daybreak


appears


when
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PART ONE


First Words


There are those who feel the sun rises and sets on the back of a horse, and no matter what obstacles life sets in their way, they never dismount. This describes the Oglala Lakota Indians of Pine Ridge, South Dakota.


I am one of those people, too. Despite being some of the best equestrians in the world, the Oglala Indians have had to struggle against poverty and oppression to maintain their relationship with horses. I’ve had to overcome two physical traumas to continue horseback riding.


The first trauma occurred when I was ten years old and my knees swelled to the size of grapefruits. They hurt all the time. My knuckles swelled, too. Because my family lived in a medical oriented university town, my mother took me to see all sorts of specialists. She even took me to a hospital lecture hall, where I had to take center stage so that interns could ask me questions about my condition. I was finally diagnosed with juvenile rheumatoid arthritis (JRA).


The most humiliating aspect of this condition was that I had to wear corrective shoes to keep my feet from turning in. These clunky outdated shoes were the scourge of my existence. While my classmates were wearing stylish loafers, I hid my shoes by wearing rubbers over them. Despite this, the kids still pointed at my feet and laughed.


So when I wasn’t in school, I stayed at home. When my friends were out riding their bikes, playing softball, or taking ballet lessons, I was at home reading. I also wrote short stories because writing was an escape from the physical pain and the loneliness. When my mother bought me a wheelchair, she also bought me a typewriter.


Occasionally, I’d have to be admitted to the hospital for therapeutic treatments. Then, one day after three years, the arthritis mysteriously went into remission. But it left its calling card—my knees had been damaged. To compensate for this, I began riding horses. And since then, I’ve ridden whenever I’ve had the opportunity.


The speed, grace, and power of horses give me something I feel the JRA has taken away. When I ride, I experience a state of mind that is like no other. It’s an emotion rooted in another part of my being—something basic, primal, spiritual, relaxing, dignifying, unifying (almost like a private religion)—and it can’t be replaced by anything else.


After graduating college, I moved to New York City and found my niche in the publishing world. But the stress of the big city took its toll and my arthritis returned. I found a riding stable north of the city, began taking lessons, and never stopped—even after moving to Los Angeles. In fact, horseback riding is more prevalent and accessible in L.A. than in New York. (I like to say it is the only major city in the United States where horse trailers are a common sight on the freeway!)


While in L.A., I bought my first horse. Moonshadow, a 16.1 blue roan quarter horse, was described to me by his former owner as a good “packer,” or trail horse. And for several months, it was nothing but bliss between us. Then the second trauma happened.
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Moonshadow, a 16.1 blue roan quarter horse, was described to me as a good trail horse.





It was mid-September—a typical Saturday full of errands and housework—and I was fatigued from working all week. But Moonshadow needed to be ridden. By the time my chores were done and Moonshadow was saddled, it was six o’clock. The sun would set around seven, leaving time for an hour’s ride.


I was eager to take him to new places. After we successfully completed several exercises on the mountain trails surrounding my home, we made our way along the path by the creek. The sounds of wildlife were beginning to intensify, and Moonshadow was starting to get spooky; he struggled against the reins. I could feel his energy to resist build beneath me, but I pressed on.


Suddenly, a flock of starlings burst out of the reeds, their dark wings beating the air around our heads. Moonshadow took off like a bullet—his black mane flying. We zigzagged along the edge of the creek. I fell off his back, coming down on my hands and knees. There was a loud, sickening crack.


For about thirty minutes I kept trying to get up. I wanted to be like one of those movie cowboys who always recovers immediately. But my right knee had swelled to three times its normal size; my left leg wouldn’t move at all; and the ulna bone of my left arm had snapped, making it look like the letter V. Moonshadow was nowhere in sight, and I swore I was going to sell him.


Night settled around me. By the light of a large, white moon, I could see the tall, dry grass I was lying in as well as the reeds lining the bank of the creek, the surrounding sycamore trees, and the craggy peaks of the mountains. The park came alive with chirping and croaking, hooting and howling. Owls. Frogs. Crickets. Coyotes. And some startling noises I couldn’t identify. With my one good arm, I grabbed a nearby stick. If a coyote or cougar came near me, I was going to put up one helluva fight. But, mostly, I was just going to lie still and listen and wait. “Someone will come for me,” I kept saying to myself like a mantra.


Hours ticked by, and I was shivering uncontrollably. My body was in shock, but that protected me from the excruciating pain I should have been feeling. Instead, I felt like I’d had way too much coffee. Every fifteen minutes I checked my watch. Where was Moonshadow? Finally I heard the clip-clop of hooves and my name being called. I saw the beam of a flashlight scanning the ground.


“Wendy, where are you?” It was my neighbor Frank. He was riding Moonshadow. When he spotted me, he rode down the embankment.


“Frank, I’m hurt real bad.” I choked back a sob. It was the first time I’d admitted it to myself, let alone somebody else.


“Don’t worry, doll,” Frank said. “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ve already called 911.”
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The police radio crackled in the cold night air and the flashing red light of the ambulance lit up the trees. The emergency rescue team frantically worked above me. They spoke to each other in code. After they placed an inflatable brace around my neck and gently lifted me onto a stretcher, a police officer, pen and paper in hand, asked, “Do you recall what happened?” I did, but I wasn’t sure how to explain it to someone who didn’t know horses.


I was loaded onto the ambulance and off we went to the hospital. The ride—even with the siren wailing—seemed to take forever. I remember asking if we were almost there; the female paramedic who was sitting by my side told me that we were still in the park!


In the emergency room, the doctors did a good job of keeping me laughing while they poked and probed. But once the X-rays were over and they told me that besides breaking my arm, I had shattered both legs so badly that they needed to be pinned together, I knew my life would never be the same.


A week after surgery, I was transferred to another hospital that specialized in trauma rehabilitation. There I stayed for six weeks, undergoing more surgery and a blood transfusion. The first time I saw the X-rays of the pins in my legs, I went crazy. They weren’t the little straight pins I’d imagined. They looked more like a car mechanic’s tools—big screws and rods made of titanium that made me look like a robot. I wanted my old body and my old life back so badly that I couldn’t stop crying. Finally they sent in a shrink. He wanted to know if I thought my horse felt guilty.


When I returned home in November, I was in a wheelchair. It was impossible for me to get over to Moonshadow’s corral. Sometimes I could see his profile from my bedroom window. I obsessed about whether I would ever ride again. When I heard other horses clip-clopping down the street and into the park with their riders, I covered my ears and screamed to numb the pain in my heart. I wished that I had died that night in the park.


My first reunion with Moonshadow came on a cold winter’s night. My friend Diane bundled me up in the wheelchair and pushed me down my steep driveway and over rocky ground to his corral. He came to the railing and stared down at me. From my seat, Moonshadow looked even bigger than I remembered. His new winter coat had grown in thick and furry, and his breath shot out of his nostrils in short white puffs. I wasn’t mad at him; I didn’t miss him. I felt like I didn’t even know him. In fact, he scared me.


Our next meeting came a month later, when I was learning how to use a walker. At first I had to set little goals for myself, such as walking from my bed to the window—a huge accomplishment that left me breathless. So it was a big day when I walked from the end of my driveway over to Moonshadow’s corral. My steps were slow and small, and walking on uneven ground required leg muscles that I hadn’t redeveloped. When I finally made it, I felt like a winner! I clung to the bars of the corral and stood nose-to-nose with Moonshadow for ten idyllic minutes.


For two months, I was overcautious around him, in awe of what his strength and size could do to me. One time, I was leaning on his corral, my walker standing aside on its own. With the tip of his nose, Moonshadow picked up the walker and tossed it aside as though it were a throw pillow. I thought, “That thing is my legs!” and I had to hold onto the bars of the corral to walk over and retrieve it. But, little by little, I became comfortable again in his company. The first time I went inside his corral—seven months after the accident, when I was walking with a cane—I longed to climb on his back.


Even after all that I’d been through; there was no question in my mind about wanting to ride again. To me, it seemed as much an obvious next step as walking without assistance. But I wondered if I would be able to ride. One surgeon said that physically I should be capable, but mentally I might not be able to get back on a horse. After all, I’d been through three surgeries, a blood transfusion, and, finally, a total hip replacement. My last surgeon said, “Aren’t you a little old to still be crazy about horses?” I answered, “You’re my orthopedic surgeon, not my psychotherapist.” The best advice came from my internist, who said that if I feel passionate about riding, then I should do it because most people never know what they feel passionate about.


Once I was able to walk without a cane, I brought my western saddle and its wooden stand into the living room and began to sit on it while I watched TV. At first I could stay in the saddle for only thirty seconds, but after a while I worked up to twenty minutes. Now the remaining question was, how was I going to get back up on my horse? One afternoon, my friends Sandi and Diane helped me tack up Moonshadow. Then, while Sandi held his lead rope, Diane helped me climb up a stepladder, lay over his back, and rotate my body forward. I was triumphant! Diane even took a picture, but this was a far cry from actually riding. Then Sandi had a brainstorm. She suggested that I enroll in a program that teaches disabled people how to ride. So, exactly one year after my accident, I went to check out the training center for Special Equestrian Riding Therapy, not knowing that I’d be riding that day.


Program Director Nora Fischbach is a caring, no-nonsense woman who knows when to push her students beyond what they think they can do. Nora makes her students feel safe. Her horses are all in their twenties and on the small side. Classes are usually conducted in an arena, with students performing various specially designed exercises. Nora quickly assessed my physical condition, and then led me to a mounting platform that was so high I could sit down on the horse like I would sit down in a chair. Instead of a hard saddle to ride in, there was a woolen bareback pad. Slowly, I swung my leg over the horse’s neck. The horse designated for my maiden voyage was a small gray Arabian mare named Kaffeyn, who once belonged to Wayne Newton. I was so terrified of falling off her that I clung to the bareback pad. Two people walked alongside me and another guided the mare with a lead rope. It was not an easy first ride. The hip that I had fractured was killing me whether Kaffeyn stood or walked, and dismounting was so excruciating, it brought four-letter words to my lips. When I finally stood on the ground again—the ride was all of five minutes, but it felt like five hours—Nora gave me a hug and I burst into tears. It had been a long, hard year, and there had been plenty of times when I was afraid I would never ride again.


Despite my difficulties and pain, my disability seemed minor compared to those of my classmates. Alan, a victim of cerebral palsy, struggled to walk with leg braces and two canes, but proudly sat astride his black gelding named King and executed a twenty-meter circle around a barrel. Donna, a twentysomething young lady with Down syndrome, took pride in keeping the tack room orderly when she wasn’t riding. And eleven-year-old Bertrand who is an adopted orphan from Rumania had been tied to his crib until the age of seven, causing his feet to deform from disuse. Atop his horse, Sundance, Bertrand recaptured his lost childhood and became a typical, mischievous boy. We all worked together to overcome our impairments, and every Saturday we cheered and applauded each other loudly. I knew there would come a day when I would walk away from this group without my cane; I’d be a stronger and better horsewoman, ready to ride Moonshadow again.
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